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Abstract 
Learning journals are a self-guided way of writing that allows for elaboration and reflection on learning content. In a 
learning protocol, learners apply cognitive and metacognitive strategies. Our study tries to analyze the effect of using 
learning journals on self regulated learning strategies and on academic performances. The participants were 117 first 
year students. The students in the experimental group kept a learning journal as follow-up course work for an 
introductory course in psychology of learning. The results showed that the prompts successfully activated cognitive 
and metacognitive strategies that resulted in superior learning outcomes.  
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1. Introduction 
Self-regulated learning refers to learning that is guided by metacognition, strategic action (planning, 
monitoring, and evaluating personal progress against a standard), and motivation to learn. In terms of 
learning strategies, self-regulation can be defined as a self-initiated action that involves goal setting and 
regulating one’s efforts to reach the goal, self-monitoring, time management, and physical and social 
environment regulation (Winne & Perry, 2000).  
A learning method that may help students to optimize their self regulation abilities is the writing of 
learning journals. Learning journals are a self-guided way of writing that allows for elaboration and 
reflection on learning content. In a learning protocol, learners apply cognitive and metacognitive 
strategies. They are instructed to write down their reflections on previously presented learning contents. 
In addition, they should ask themselves what they do not understand and what can be done to bridge this 
gap in understanding (Berthold, Nückles, & Renkl, 2007). Writing a journal enables learners to go back 
* Corresponding author. Tel.: 0740065734. 
E-mail address: ana.cazan@unitbv.ro. 
2 ublished by Elsevier B.V. Selection and/or p er-review under resp nsibility of PSIWORLD2011
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
Open access under CC BY-NC-ND license.
414  Ana-Maria Cazan / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 33 (2012) 413 – 417A.M. Cazan / Procedia - Social and Behavioral Sciences 00 (2011) 000–000 
over material that they had learned and expand the ideas or the linkages between ideas in relation to the 
original learning, explore internal experience (Moon, 2006). Journal-writing has been associated with 
improved capacities for metacognition and self regulation (Nuckels; Huber, & Renkl, 2009). In research 
carried out on self-regulation, writing learning journals is one of the most used methods for measuring the 
self-regulation behaviours (Schmitz & Wiese, 2006). Webber et al. (1993) imply that journals enable 
relationships between the self-regulation cycle and the learning goals of the students. Arsal (2009) 
revealed that learning journals usage affected the metacognitive strategies of the students positively while 
it had no significant effect on cognitive strategies such as rehearsal, elaboration and organization.  
Based on these theoretical considerations, the aim of this article is to show how strategies that are 
essential to self-regulated learning can be successfully stimulated through the writing of learning journals. 
2. Method 
2.1. Hypotheses  
We expect that the use of learning journals would improve the cognitive and metacognitive learning 
strategies of first year psychology students. We also expect that other strategies, such as behavioral and 
motivational strategies would improve although they were not specially trained during the experiment. 
Another hypothesis is that at the end of the training, individuals with high academic performance use 
efficient self regulated learning strategies.  
2.2. Participants and procedure 
The participants were 117 first year students at the Transylvania University of Brasov. Under the 
guarantee of anonymity, participants were informed that they would participate in an experiment aiming 
to improve their learning habits. Written consent was obtained from the participants. The students in the 
experimental group kept a learning journal as a follow-up course work for an introductory course in 
psychology of learning (seven weeks). The control group received an instruction that contained no 
prompts at all. The learning journal includes a combination of cognitive and metacognitive prompts, 
regarding organization, elaboration, monitoring and planning of remedial strategies: 
x Cognitive prompts: Present the main points of the lesson; give examples which illustrate, confirm or 
conflict with the learning contents. 
x Metacognitive prompts: Which main points have I understood well; which main points haven’t I 
understood yet; how can I explain my comprehension problem? 
x Prompts for planning of remedial strategies: Which passage of the lesson should I try to recapitulate; 
which questions were not sufficiently clarified by the teacher; how can I overcome my comprehension 
problems; how many hours did I dedicate to the preparation of this topic? 
2.3. Measures
Self regulated learning strategies were measured with several scales of The Motivated Strategies for 
Learning Questionnaire. We used the Learning Strategy Section which contains three types of scales: 
cognitive and metacognitive strategies (organization, elaboration, critical thinking, rehearsal, 
metacognitive self regulation) and behavioral strategies (time and study environmental management, 
effort regulation, peer learning and help seeking) (Pintrich et al, 1991) and motivational strategies 
(mastery self talk, relevance enhancement, situational interest enhancement, performance relative ability 
self talk, performance extrinsic self-talk, self consequences and environmental structuring) (Wolters, 
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Pintrich, & Karabenick, 2003). The values of Cronbach’s alpha are acceptable: 0,89 for the cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies, 0,70 for the behavioral strategies, and 0,93 for the motivational strategies.  
We also used a 5-point rating scale ranging from 1 (badly organized and structured; incoherent; few 
main points) to 5 (well organized and structured; very coherent; many main points) to evaluate the degree 
of organization of the learning protocols: identification of the main points and of their interrelations, 
presence of the central concepts, and structure of the learning contents.  
Academic performances were  measured  by  the  results  of  the  final  exams,  at  the  end  of  the  first  
semester for the learning psychology subject matter. 
3. Results 
The prompts successfully activated cognitive and metacognitive strategies that resulted in superior 
learning outcomes. The differences between the experimental and the control group regarding the use of 
self regulated learning strategies were significant. The dimensions regarding critical thinking and 
metacognitive self regulation skills improved significantly for the experimental group. Students improved 
their organization and elaboration strategies, they also increased their efforts to monitor and regulate their 
understanding; they showed more effort to plan and more remedial strategies in order to improve their 
comprehension. 
In order to test the first hypothesis, we used an experimental design with a control group and an 
experimental group. The independent t test revealed the fact that the two groups were similar, regarding 
the use of cognitive and metacognitive self regulated learning strategies (t(115) 0,11, p = 0,90) and 
behavioral self regulated learning strategies (t(115) = 0,74, p = 0,45). Regarding the motivational self 
regulation strategies, we found a significantly higher level for the participants in the control group (t(115) 
= 2,32, p = 0,02). The two groups were also equivalent regarding the components of the cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies. The students had also the same level of their academic achievement; there are 
no significant differences between their previous academic performances – GPA at the end of the first 
university year (t (106) = 0,50, p = .61).  
Table 1. The differences between the two experimental phases regarding the use of the self regulated learning strategies 
Self regulated learning 
strategies 
Experimental 
condition  Mean 
Standard 
deviation  t df p
d
Cohen 
Cognitive and 
metacognitive strategies 
Pre-test 156,3 21,1 
2,89 40 ,006 0,46 
Post test 165,8 19,3 
Behavioural strategies 
Pre-test 85,6 11,2 
2,04 40 ,04 0,31 
Post test 88,9 10,4 
Motivational strategies  
Pre-test 181,16 30,32 
6,46 40 ,001 0,70 
Post test 160,84 27,05 
The differences between the two testing moments (pre-test and post-test), for the experimental group, 
regarding the use of self regulated learning strategies were significant, but the stronger difference is 
obtained for the cognitive and metacognitive strategies (Table 1). For the participants in the control 
group, which received an instruction that contained no prompts at all, as expected, we did not find 
significant differences. These results can be considered an additional argument for implementing 
programs designed to support first year students’ learning, because the strategies they use do not develop 
by themselves, despite the competences that students acquire during their learning experiences. Thus, 
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programmes which train a combination of metacognitive and cognitive strategies are efficient in 
improving the ability of self regulation, the differences between the two experimental phases were 
significant.  
The second hypothesis is partially confirmed. Other strategies, such as behavioral strategies improved 
although they were not specially trained during the experiment. Significant differences were found for 
two components: peer learning: t(40) = 2,32, p = .02, and help seeking: t(40) = 2,13, p = .03, d = 0,42. 
Surprisingly, we found a significant difference for the use of motivational strategies, as a whole. After the 
training, the level of motivation for the participants in the experimental group significantly decreased (t 
(40) = 6.46, p <.001). One possible explanation refers to the fact that students’ interest in journal writing, 
and their invested effort decreased. The more the students became familiar with the learning journal 
method and adopted the desired strategies, the more the external guidance by prompts interfered with the 
students’ internal tendency to apply the strategies by themselves. From the perspective of Cognitive Load 
Theory (Sweller, 2005), the more the students became skilled in journal writing, the more the external 
guidance by prompts turned into a redundant stimulus that interfered with the students’ internal tendency 
to apply the strategies (Nuckles, Hubner, Dumer, & Renkl, 2010). However, two components of 
motivational strategies improved significantly in the post-test phase: situational interest enhancement - 
t(40) = 2,49, p = 0,015, d = 0,44 and self consequating - t(40) = 1,94, p = 0.05 d = 0,27. 
Table 2. The differences between the two experimental phases regarding the use of cognitive and metacognitive strategies 
Self regulated 
learning strategies 
Experimental 
condition  Mean 
Standard 
deviation  t df p
d
Cohen 
Elaboration 
Pre-test 32,25 6,77 
2,52 40 ,01 0,50 
Post test 35,17 3,92 
Critical thinking 
Pre-test 22,60 4,82 
3,48 40 ,001 0,66 
Post test 25,46 4,97 
Metacognitive self 
regulation 
Pre-test 60,75 7,35 
2,48 40 ,01 0,35 
Post test 63,40 7,82 
On the level of every cognitive and metacognitive strategy, the paired t test revealed that the 
experimental treatment was efficient mostly for the deep learning strategies, such as elaboration, critical 
thinking, and metacognitive self regulation (Table 2). The results are concordant with those reported in 
other researches. Learning journals usage has a more powerful impact on the metacognitive strategies and 
deep processing learning strategies then on cognitive strategies or on surface processing learning 
strategies such as rehearsal (t(40) = 0,64, p = 0,52, d = 0,09)) and organization (t(40) = 1,75, p = 0,052, d 
= 0,21).  
On the level of learning outcomes, we found the following results. The self regulation strategies were 
weakly associated with academic performance, but cognitive and metacognitive strategies showed a 
moderate, positive relationship with academic performance, when we controlled the number of 
participation at the training sessions: r(41) = .39, p = .04. Students performed better in terms of academic 
achievement, but the usage of metacognitive strategies is associated with better academic performances, 
only if the students participated at a given number of sessions (at least 4 sessions). These results confirm 
that learners need time to adopt strategies into their learning behavior.  
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4. Discussion and conclusions 
Learning journals are an efficient method of enhancing self regulated learning strategies. By writing 
learning journals, students attempt to organize the previously presented information into a coherent whole 
and to integrate it into their prior knowledge. Learning journals were used as strategy activators to help 
students activate meta-strategic knowledge and to apply beneficial cognitive and metacognitive strategies 
during learning (Zohar & Peled, 2008; Nuckles, Hubner, Dumer, & Renkl, 2010).  
Although the results are promising, there are also some limitations, referring to the way self regulation 
processes were assessed. It is possible that the students elicited more comprehension monitoring than they 
actually documented in the learning protocol or their responses to the questionnaire may be biased.  There 
is also a further need to extend the present experimental research to longitudinal study designs, in order to 
assess potential changes in students’ cognitive and metacognitive skills as a consequence of using 
learning journals and metacognitive learning strategies over a longer period of time.   
There are questions that remain unanswered, such as the one regarding the factors which could 
determine the decrease of the motivational strategies after the training. The cognitive load theory offers 
an interesting response, but there are also important factors which are not discussed, such as the 
instructor’s teaching style, students’ motivation to learn, self-efficacy as mediating variables between self 
regulation and academic performances. Therefore, to promote student self-regulation, teachers must assist 
students to approach educational tasks with confidence, to proactively seek out information, and to 
engage flexibly and adaptively in a cycle of cognitive and metacognitive activities.  
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